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The Miamis 
‘Indiana’s ‘hidden’ Indians 


seek federal recognition 


By SHERMAN GOLDENBERG 
Staff Writer 

The hidden community. 

That’s how historian Stewart 
Rafert refers to the Miami Indians of 
Indiana in his recently completed 
doctoral thesis on the scattered tribe, 
one of the last Native American 
groups to be removed from the 
eastern United States by the federal 
government. 

About 1,000 Miamis were evicted 
from their homes in the upper 
Wabash Valley in the 1840’s and sent 
by horseback and canal boat to an 
unknown fate on a Kansas 
reservation. They left behind a few 
families, mostly chieftains and their 
relatives granted land in the treaties 
signed from 1795 to 1838. 

Some of the migrants, plagued by 
epidemic illness in Kansas, returned 
landless to the Midwest. Demoralized, 
smitten by liquor and outsmarted by 
“civilization,” many of the Miamis 
lost what land they had. 

By 1854, the number of Miamis 
here and in the west had dwindled to 
550 — by 1900, down to about 400. 

Today, their 5,000 descendants live 
in varying degrees of assimilation in 
the Indiana and in Oklahoma, where 
the remaining western Miamis were 
moved in 1867. About 3,500 reside in 
Indiana. Most don’t look Indian. Nor 
do they speak the language — at least 
not more than a few words of it. And 
they don’t live separately either. 

Yet, despite the fact that no full- 
blooded Miamis are known to exist 
today, most Miamis will tell you that 
questions of bloodlines are irrelevant. 
They will tell you that all they have 
to do to prove their ethnic 
background to the Indian Claims 
Commission, which has awarded 
them $5.9 million for ceded Indiana 
lands in the last 15 years, is that an 
ancestor’s name appears on the 1895 
annuity roll 

After years of outside pressure to 
assimilate, many Miamis are sensitive 
about their identity as a tribe. 

“We are Miami Indians,” declared 
Lora Siders of Peru, secretary of the 
Miami Nation of Indians of the State 
of Indiana Inc. “So we don’t go in to 
it at length. To me it’s an insulting 
question. I’m a Miami Indian. I know 





Little Turtle 


a And I'm proud of it. And that’s 
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Hoosiers will be made even more 
aware of the identity of the Indiana 
Miamis if a drive for federal 
recognition succeeds. Although the 
Miami Indians of Oklahoma for years 
have enjoyed official recognition and 
all the benefits that go with it — 
health, education and tax benefits — 
the Indiana Miamis have not. 

The Indiana Miamis, including 700 
individuals in Oklahoma who are 
unaffiliated with the Oklahoma tribe, 
repeatedly have attempted to obtain 
recognition without success. But, for 
a number of reasons, the conditions 
seem right this time. The years of 
political complacency have ended for 
the Miamis, who are parlaying grant 
money, professional expertise and 
volunteer assistance to assemble a 
detailed application to the Bureau of 
Indian Affairs for recognition. 

What the BIA requires from the 
Miamis is a Status Clarification 
Petition. It is a historical overview, an 
ethnohistory, that must establish that 
the tribe can be traced from 
historical times to the present; that a 
substantial portion of the tribe 
inhabits a specific area; that internal 
tribal leadership has been 
maintained; that they are not 
members of any other tribe; that the 
tribe was not terminated by Congress. 

The key word is “continuity.” 

“Tve never doubted it,” said Siders, 
observing that she has attended tribal 
function since her youth. 

The research began in earnest this 
fall with a $24,513 grant from the 
Department of Health and Human 
Services Administration for Native 
Americans. This money primarily 
was spent to hire historian Stewart 
Rafert, of Newark, Del. 

Huntington resident Sue Strass, a 
tribal council member and a great- 
great granddaughter of Chief Jean 
Baptiste Richardville, who held large 
tracts of northern Indiana, is project 
coordinator for the application. And 
she says the work should be done by 
the end of January, 1984. 

The Miamis never expected to have 
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as an ally the federal government in 
their drive for recognition. But that is 
the case today. Rafert says a major 
shift in policy on the government's 
part occurred in 1977 when the 
Indian Policy Review Commission 
urged unrecognized tribes to seek 
federal recognition. As a result, self- 
defeating feuds among the Miami 
clans came to an end in 1979 when 
the three major clans, the Godfroys, 
the Richardvilles and the 
Meshingomesias, consolidated under 
a 1937 Indiana charter giving the 
tribe nominal state recognition. 
Further fueling the momemtum 
was a 1980 U.S. Senate resolution 
petitioning Congress to qualify the 
Indiana Miamis for recognition. 
“Really,” Rafert said in a recent 
telephone interview, “what the 
federal government is saying is that 
there has always been a federal 


relationship between the Indian tribes 


and the national government. And for 
years, it was taken away as the 
government tried to force Indians to 
assimilate. And that has not worked. 
And, basically, the federal 
government is willing to have a 
government-to-government 
relationship with the tribes.” 

The tribe, Rafert said, had 
recognition until 1897. It was 
terminated by an assistant United 
States attorney general, whose legal 
opinion “meant that Miamis were no 
longer qualified to go to federal 
Indian schools,” Rafert said. It meant 
that county commissioners could sue 
tribal members again for back taxes. 
And it destroyed the tax 
exemptionson treaty grounds. And 
then, later on, it cut away the basis 
for fishing and game rights.” 

These are among the rights the 
Miamis today are trying to regain. 

“We're long overdue in getting 
something back that we actually 
should not have lost,” Strass 
maintains. “We have always looked 
at ourselves as a tribe. And I think it’s 
a shame that we have to prove to the 
federal government at this time that 
we're a tribe.” 

Rafert plans to conduct his 
research in the National Archives in 
Washington, D.C., and in this area, 
primarilly with Indian descendants in 
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THE GODFROY FAMILY ARE THE DESCENDANTS 
of chiefs. Left to right, they are: Jarod Burkhart, 


Grant, Miami; Wabash, Huntington 
and Allen counties. His assistants will 
be 10 to 15 local volunteers. 

Rafert says federal 
acknowledgement would, most 
significantly, affirm self-government 
for the Miamis and alleviate the need 
for members to constantly give of 
their own funds to support tribal 
functions. Whether the tribe will 
qualify for additional benefits is not 
known. “It depends on their 
sociological profile,” he said. “Tt 
doesn’t mean that every body walks 
off with the money.” 

Strass is most interested in 
restoring the Miamis’ historical 
identity, their place in the history 
books. 

Siders said she’s more interested in 
“economic and social self-sufficency” 
for the tribe, a goal that will require 
money for educational and cultural 
projects. 

Others, she conceded, are 
interested in the entire array of 
benefits, grants for housing, free 
hunting licenses and construction of a 
communal meeting house in this 
area. 


ooo 


Who are the Miami? 

Most live in the upper Wabash 
Valley, concentrated in rural 
households from Cass to Allen 
counties in northern Indiana. A few, 


however, live in South Bend, Fort 
Wayne and Indianapulis: 

Many have readily identifiable 
Indian names like Mongosa, Peconge 
and Goodboo, while others have 
French names like Bruell, France or 
Lavoncher reflecting the influence of 
French fur traders with whom many 
Indians intermarried. 

Godfroy is another familiar name 
in area telephone books. Call a 
Godfroy, and, chances are, you'll find 
a Miami like Paul Godfroy, 53, of 
Huntington, an employee of the 
Huntington County Farm Bureau 
Cooperative. 

On his father’s side, Godfroy is 
descended from Francis Godfroy of 
Miami County, one of the tribe’s last 
war chiefs. On his mother’s side, 
Godfroy is directly descended from 
Chief Little Turtle, a famed war chief 
who defeated several American 
expeditions in the late 1700s, as well 
as other major Miami leaders 
including Chief Richardville, and 
Richardville’s son in law, Chief 
Francis La Fontaine. La Fontaine 
accompanied the disheartened Miami 
on the trip westward in 1846. 

A stocky, likeable man with a 
leathery complexion, Godfroy is 
better known in his hometown as a 
basketball referee than as an Indian. 
But, he says, people here have always 
reminded him he was Indian. He was 
reminded as a child by annual Miami 
picnics, usually held in a Wabash city 


STAFF PHOTOGRAPH BY DEAN MUSSER JR. 


Jane Burkhart, Paul Godfroy, Jenifer Burkhart, Jes- 
sica Burkhart, Steve Godfroy and Evelyn Godfroy. 


park. And he was reminded by his 
father, James, a local foundry 
employee who spoke the Miami 
language and was openly proud of 
his heritage. 

James was also a Miami tribal 
councilmember, an obligation Paul 
assumed upon his father’s death. 

Most of Godfroy’s immediate 
family is eligible for the soon-to-be- 
disbursed land claims payment from 
the federal government in 
compensation for ceded Indiana 
territory. The payment, expected to 
be the last for Indiana lands, was 
awarded in 1979. ~ 

Godfroy wants the Miami, if 
recognized by the federal 
government, to become eligible for 
educational and medical benefits, 
along with free hunting and fishing 
rights. That’s why Godfroy became 
active in the Miami rennaisance. 

“Tt’s not just to get money out of 
the government,” he said. “We would 
just like to get recognized and get the 
Indian heritage back.” 

Paul’s son, Steve, 24, credit 
manager for a local firm who holds 
an accounting degree from St. 
Francis College, says he most of all 
wants something that will last. 

“T'd like to see them get the 
educational benefits, something they 
can always use down the road. I 
think an education — a trade, an art 
or a science — is something you can 
use forever.” 
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